Obituary
Prof. William McDougall, F.R.S. W ILLIAM McDOUGALL, whose death was recently announced, was partly Scottish, partly Saxon ; he came partly of industrial and partly of agricultural stock ; he was in part scientist and in part philosopher. One side of him was intensely interested in social movements and social activities ; another was reserved, contemplative, and, to use his own word "arrogant". He was probably the most widely studied, the most universally known and appreciated of all contemporary psychologists. Yet to the end he regarded himself as an upholder of lost causes, a rebel against current conventions, a voice crying in the wilderness with but few to listen and to pay attention. In 1930, he wrote a brief, charming and frank autobiography ("History of Psychology in Autobiography", edited by Carl :Murchison, Clark University Press. Vol. 1, , and there, if anywhere, the paradoxes of his life and work are clarified and interpreted.
:McDougall's life was a varied one. After a private school and a year at Weimar he entered the University of Manchester, and though he was at first deeply attracted by geology, he graduated in 'general science'. The most striking feature of this table is that in the thirty-year high term one year in two was higher than all but one of the succeeding fortyyear low term. The important question, which however we cannot answer, is, are we now entering on a term of high floods 1
If flood heights are taken without regard to order, they give a frequency curve of normal form, but owing to the existence of high and low terms of years this frequency curve cannot be applied directly to give, for example, the chance of occurrence of a very high flood like that of 1878 in the next twenty years. Some work has recently been done on problems of this type which it is hoped to publish later.
Notices
experimental study of native sensory reactions. He paid an extended visit to Borneo and saw something of China, Java and India before he returned to Cambridge.
For a day or two McDougall was an elected tutor of St. John's. But suddenly he flung aside one of his principles-"that a man whose chosen business in life was to develop to the utmost his intellectual powers should not marry before forty, if at all"and married. For some time he combined a honeymoon and science at GOttingen, where he worked with G. E. Miitler. Although he was somewhat out of sympathy with Muller himself, it was here that he began his experimental work on colour vision which many still think to be the 'J;>est work he ever did.
Characteristically he opposed Helmholtz, Hering and all his contemporaries who approved of their views. He said that he returned to Thomas Young, but it was a return with many differences. It was probably this work more than anything else which later won him his fellowship of the Royal Society.
Back in England, he taught experimental psychology for a few years at University College, London, and continued his own research on vision, on attention, and on general psychophysical problems. He also planned a book on social psychology.
In 1904, McDougall became Wilde reader in mental philosophy at Oxford, and he continued to hold this post until shortly after the Great War. He was, he says, happy enough with the Oxford people--he became in due course a fellow of Corpus Christibut very restive and discontented with the Oxford atmosphere of those days. When the Great War came, he was for a short time a private in the French Army and for a longer time a major in the British. At the N etley Hospital he had charge of a great many nerve and 'shell shock' cases and became deeply interested in the psychological study of functional disorders of the central nervous system. NATURE DEc. 24, 1938, VoL. 142 During the Oxford period he wrote his "Introduction to Social Psychology", "Body and Mind", "The Pagan Tribes of Borneo" (with Dr. Charles Hose), the small Home University text-book and finally "The Group Mind". The first of these books, he says, dropped like "a stone into a bottomless pit". If so, it has successfully bounced out again, exhausted some twenty-three large editions and vastly influenced very nearly everything that psychologists have written about the subject since.
Mter the War, McDougall was invited to succeed Miinsterberg in the chair of psychology at Harvard. He went to the United States with high hopes, found there very many friends, but was plunged into intense public controversy which persisted to the end of his life. American behaviourism represented for him everything which he most heartily disliked. He attacked it vigorously. He continued his attacks long after the battle had, to all intents, been won. He published book after book, and the motive of them all was the same, to fight all types of 'mechanistic' explanation in every field of science and to do this in the interests of ''the art and theory of the internal life of man".
Harvard did not hold him for long. In 1927, he accepted a new chair of psychology at Duke University, North Carolina, and there he remained, latterly with yearly visits to England, until his death. On the whole this suited him the best of all his many dwelling-places. The less hurried, more patriarchal atmosphere fitted well with his temperament and helped his work.
His philosophical and ethical interests,always strong, became ever more pronounced. As a psychologist his primary concern was to establish a wide teleological point of view, and in so far as his experimental interests persisted, they were confined to a general approval of work on telepathy, clairvoyance and the like, and to his well-known Lamarckian experiment.
McDougall began the Lamarckian work at Harvard and continued it at Duke. He considered the question at issue "the most important question yet formulated by the mind of man and clearly susceptible of solution by experimental procedure" ; and he was firmly convinced that his own long-continued work with white rats had achieved a "clear-cut and indisputable proof of the reality of Lamarckian transmission".
A few months before his death McDougall published his last book, "The Riddle of Life". He had set out, an unwearied soldier, upon his old campaign against mechanistic explanation in Nature and in life. He had conducted it with brilliance and with vigour. He was in the grip of a painful and a fatal disease. Only a "marvellous operation" enabled him to complete the work. As he read the proofs of this book it seemed to him that possibly some of his criticisms of physical and biological men of science might appear to be harsh and unsympathetic. So, himself near to death, he paid a last tribute to scientific endeavour. "I am now more than ever sensible of the splendour and achievements of modern science, and grateful to those whose skill and labour and genius have made possible such great benefits as I have received from the hands of my colleagues". He desired only that science should discard all pontifical claims and remain humble and honest iu its search for truth. For himself the beginnings of the ultimate truth had been found. He saw in all forms of behaviour "some large unity or community of Nature underlying the separate individual organisms". He believed that, within every society, from insects to man, he could discern a harmony of activities "secured by the direction of some intelligent purpose more comprehensive and powerful than that of any individual member". (afterwards Sir) Charles Hose. This intimate and detailed study of peoples, who when first known to one of the authors were in the enjoyment of a simple culture barely touched by European influence, is still one of the most highly regarded of ethnological treatises belonging to the early part of this century. A further result of Prof. McDougall's early studiea in social anthropology is to be seen in his bent towards the sociological implications of psychological studies, which is apparent throughout his published works, and is especially to be noted in the analyses of world problems, which he has produced in the years since the Great War.
Prof. Georges Urbain THE death on November 5 of Prof. Georges Urbain, director of the Institut de Chimie, past-president of the French Chemical Society, removes a well-known figure from French scientific life.
Born in Paris on April 12, 1872, son of a professor of chemistry, he studied at the Paris School of Physics and Chemistry and carried out research work under Friedel, Schutzenberger and Jean Perrin, obtaining his doctor's degree for investigations on the rare earths.
Mter five years of industrial research with the Compagnie generale d'Electricite, Urbain returned to academic life, lecturing at the School of Physics and Chemistry and later at the Faculty of Sciences of the Sorbonne, where he became professor in 1908.
The name of Urbain will always be associated with our knowledge of the rare earths. He showed that a number of so-called pure elements belonging to that series were in fact mixtures of europium, gadolinium, terbium and dysprosium. On the other hand, from ytterbium he separated a new element, lutecium (atomic number 71) and forecast the existence of a further element of atomic number 72 (celtium) which was later identified by Hevesy (haforium.)
